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Capitol Commentary 


continued from page 376 


Republicans for cutting Medicare by $270 billion when 
the Health Care Financing Administration indicated 
that reducing Medicare spending by $90 billion would 
maintain solvency of the trust fund for 11 years. More to 
the point, Democrats accused Republicans of cutting 
Medicare by $270 billion in order to provide a $245 bil- 
lion tax cut for the wealthy. Both parties carefully 
watched public opinion polls to determine whether 
their message was getting through. If either or both of 
these messages affected public opinion, then success 
could be claimed. 


Parties Parry 

In addition to the specific claims and counter- 
claisms, attempts to erode the credibility of the other 
political party were also advanced. In August, the 
Republican National Committee (the political operation 
of the party) took out an advertisement in USA Today 
depicting a tombstone with a message stating “Too 
young to die . . . On Sunday, Medicare turns 30. But in 
may not live to see 37.” Returning fire, in late October 
the Democratic National Committee produced a televi- 
sion commercial almost overnight, highlighting state- 
ments made by Representative Newt Gingrich and 
Senator Robert Dole that suggested they wanted to elim- 
inate the Medicare program. Pitching these Republican 
leaders as promoting the demise of Medicare portrayed 
them as advocating anything but “preserving and pro- 
tecting” the program. 

In the final analysis, millions of dollars were spent 
by both parties in an attempt to win over public opinion 
— opinion deemed critical to the outcome of the 
Medicare and Medicaid programs — and potentially 
critical to the outcome of the 1996 elections. Not lost on 
any elected official is the effective media campaign 
waged against the Clinton health care reform proposal 
last year. While media exposure may not appear to be 
relevant to the outcomes of health policy, just a year ago 
it drove much of the outcome. The now-famous $15 
million Harry and Louise ads paid for by the Health 
Insurance Association of America were credited with 
helping to paralyze Clinton’s reform plan. In the court 
of public opinion, well-researched media messages can 
have a tremendous impact on getting a message out to 
constituents whose views affect policymakers’ actions. 

So where does this flurry of activity, time, and 
money get us? Even with enactment of spending cuts, 
the financial problems of Medicare will return in about 
15 years. With the baby boom generation beginning to 
retire in 2010, the full demographic effect will be felt by 
2030 when 70 million seniors become eligible for 
Medicare. This is a dramatic jump, considering that the 
total number of elderly and younger disabled individu- 
als now receiving Medicare benefits is 37 million. 
While most lawmakers believe that more efficiency has 
yet to be wrung from services delivered to this popula- 
tion, no one is suggesting that efficiencies coupled with 
recently passed changes in the Medicare program will 
address these impending problems. Consequently, we 
are destined to witness more campaigns waged about 
what constitutes the best way to structure this program 
to meet health care needs while holding down costs. 
The question will no longer be “should the program be 
restructured?” Rather, it may be “how will the program 
continue to be altered?” This is an unsettling notion for 
individuals and institutions trying to survive, let alone 
plan. $ 
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